



 UTILITARIANISM - PART 2
In Part 1 we looked at ‘classical’ utilitarianism. We saw that this was a consequentialist view of ethics: the idea that the right action in a given situation is the one that has the best consequences. And what are the best consequences? The utilitarian says, those that maximize human happiness.

This sounds fine, but on reflection there seemed to be a number of problems. For classical utilitarianism it was only maximizing overall happiness that counted, but this conflicts with our intuition that there should be some degree of fairness in the distribution of that happiness. And, perhaps an even more serious problem, the consequentialism involved made no room for backward looking reasons - such as are involved in keeping promises, keeping contracts, claims to property, obligations of marriage and parenthood. 

Is there any way for utilitarians to get around that problem? 

8. Indirect Utilitarianism - and Rule Utilitarianism
Well, the problem arises because it seems that there might well be societies where people are actually happier than they would be in a society where people acted accorded to the Greatest Happiness Principle - for instance societies where people have certain personal dispositions, like honesty or kindness; or societies where people observe some backward looking rules - like those we alluded to above. 

The kind of utilitarianism which ran into problems over backward looking obligations was that which applied the Greatest Happiness Principle directly to individual actions. It is known as classical or act or direct utilitarianism. One departure from it is known as indirect utilitarianism, where what is justified by the Greatest Happiness Principle is not individual actions, but say certain dispositions or rules. And the most discussed form of indirect Utilitarianism is Rule Utilitarianism. 

The rule utilitarian shifts the question of utilitarian justification from individual acts to rules. 

I think its fair to say that Mill probably wasn’t an act utilitarian as opposed to a rule utilitarian, these terms, along with direct and indirect utilitarianism only came into use, along with the distinctions they signify, later, when philosophers began to criticise and defend the approach.

This makes it a form of utilitarianism which is, in part, a version of deontology. Deontological ethics focuses on rules: the idea is that an action is right if it is in accordance with a correct moral rule. But which rules are the correct moral rules? Well, for a utilitarian they are the rules which promote the maximization of happiness.

A rule Utilitarian can argue that we should keep promises and honour contracts and so forth, even though the justification for these things is backward looking - because it is a consequence of having such practices that a society with them will be happier than one without them. 

Its important to see that the kind of rules the rule utilitarian has in mind are so called constitutive rules - they are rules that constitute the practice which is thought to promote happiness. Without rules that we should keep promises, honour contracts, accept that someone owns something because they have say paid for it then there would be no promising, no contracts and no property. Of course even a direct Utilitarian can follow rules of a sort - ‘rules of thumb’ - maxims about what kind of action is likely to promote the greatest happiness - a convenience to avoid having to work everything out from first principles in every case. But their justification for the action is still the principle of utility. 

John Rawls - in an essay ‘Two Concepts of Rules’ - written (1955) before he ceased being a Utilitarian - draws a helpful analogy with chess. There are rules of thumb in chess, chess maxims like “Don’t move your Queen out too early.” or “Control the centre.” describing strategies which have generally been found to improve ones chances of winning. But these are quite different from the rules governing the movement of the different pieces, and rules defining check mate and stale mate: these rules define what the game is, they constitute the game of chess. Now Chess is played for enjoyment and so modifications of the rules would be recommended on the basis that they made for a better game - more enjoyable for those who like playing such games. In the middle ages the Queen could only move one place in any direction, and pawns could only ever move one place forward.  So the justification for introducing rules whereby the Queen could move any number of unimpeded squares and the pawns could move forward two place on their first move would be that they made for a better game. But what warrants a player in moving his Queen three squares diagonally or his pawn two places on its first move is not this makes for a better game, but that it is in accordance with the current rules.

For a rule utilitarian it is still the principle of utility which justifies the practice - but, for them, it is the rule, and not the principle of utility, which justifies the action (i.e. an action done in conformity with the practice). 

A Rule Utilitarian need not accept that all current rules are justified in this way. Current practices and the rules constituting them could still be criticised by appeal to the principle of utility. And the principle would still be used directly in cases where no justified rule dictated otherwise.

9. An Act Utilitarian Objection and Rule Utilitarian Reply

Some Utilitarians object to Rule Utilitarianism, saying it is ‘rule worship’ and that it could never be justified to follow a rule when another action would result in greater happiness.

A Rule Utilitarian might have two replies (apart from the one above that pure act utilitarianism rules out many socially beneficial practices). First, that the benefits of the rule could somehow be weighed against the benefits of breaking it in a given case. Or, second, and I think better, that the rules themselves may allows for exceptions in extreme cases. This is arguably how it works in practice. Suppose I promise to meet my friends for a drink and then don’t go, I would be open to criticism if my reason was that I decided I would get more pleasure from watching some TV programme and that my friends pleasure would not be much spoiled by my absence. But I would not be regarded as at fault if my reason was that my wife had been taken ill and that I accompanied her to hospital. Some weight must be given the rules over the balance of happiness in a given case, if rule utilitarianism is to be any different from act utilitarianism.

I am inclined to think that the backward looking rules which are constitutive of social relations - property, employment, marriage, parental responsibility, responsibilities of office, elections and right to govern and so on - are so important to the order of society, which is in turn so important to the happiness of its members, that any kind of Utilitarianism which discounts them is implausible.

10. Fourth Objection: The Nature of Happiness
Firstly, it could be plausibly argued that we can’t seek happiness itself. Rather we seek things we value, or the chance to engage in activities we find interesting or worthwhile, or the acquaintance of those whose company we find enjoyable or stimulating. And if we succeed in these quests, then we are happy. However perhaps this is not a big problem for a Utilitarian who could interpret the principle of utility as applying to the means to happiness.

Secondly, and I think this does lead to real trouble for the Utilitarian, happiness is value-laden. I suggest that when we say we want people to be happy - for instance when we want our children to grow up to lead happy lives - we do not just mean some sort of euphoric mental state no matter how obtained. For instance we don’t want them to be happily drug dependent. We don’t want them to be happily married only because they do not know that their spouse does not love them and has an ongoing affair with someone else. Even the interpretation of a given experience can be affected by other values: for many people a little inebriation is an enjoyable release from inhibition, but for some others, of a more aesthetic mind, it may only be an unpleasant clouding of the mind. 

So what? Well this suggests that other values are brought to bear when we decide what to count as happiness. Which suggests that happiness cannot be the stand alone fundamental value which utilitarianism wants it to be. 

There is a famous passage in Mill’s Utilitarianism where he gets into this difficulty and tries to get out of it. Faced with the objection that utilitarianism just favours gross pleasures, Mill replies that on the contrary it can take account of the quality of pleasure.

It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to recognise the fact, that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than others. It would be absurd that while, in estimating all other things, quality is considered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasures should be supposed to depend on quantity alone.

If I am asked, what I mean by difference of quality in pleasures, or what makes one pleasure more valuable than .mother, merely as a pleasure, except its being greater in amount, there is but one possible answer. Of two pleasures, if there be one to which all or almost all who have experience of both give a decided preference, irrespective of any feeling of moral obligation to prefer it, that is the more desirable pleasure. If one of the two is, by those who are competently acquainted with both, placed so far above the other that they prefer it, even though knowing it to be attended with a greater amount of discontent, and would not resign it for any quantity of the other pleasure which their nature is capable of, we are justified in ascribing to the preferred enjoyment a superiority in quality, so far out-weighing quantity as to render it, in comparison, of small account.

Now it is an unquestionable fact that those who are equally acquainted with, and equally capable of appreciating and enjoying, both, do give a most marked preference to the manner of existence which employs their higher faculties. Few human creatures would consent to be changed into any of the lower animals, for a promise of the fullest allowance of a beast's pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent to be a fool, no instructed person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and conscience would be selfish and base, even though they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or the rascal is better satisfied with his lot than they are with theirs. They would not resign what they possess more than he for the most complete satisfaction of all the desires which they have in common with him. If they ever fancy they would, it is only in cases of unhappiness so extreme, that to escape from it they would exchange their lot for almost any other, however undesirable in their own eyes. A being of higher faculties requires more to make him happy, is capable probably of more acute suffering, and certainly accessible to it at more points, than one of an inferior type; but in spite of these liabilities, he can never really wish to sink into what he feels to be a lower grade of existence. We may give what explanation we please of this unwillingness; we may attribute it to pride, a name which is given indiscriminately to some of the most and to some of the least estimable feelings of which mankind are capable : we may refer it to the love of liberty and personal independence, an appeal to which was with the Stoics one of the most effective means for the inculcation of it; to the love of power, or to the love of excitement, both of which do really enter into and contribute to it: but its most appropriate appellation is a sense of dignity, which all human beings possess in one form or another, and in some, though by no means in exact, proportion to their higher faculties, and which is so essential a part of the happiness of those in whom it is strong, that nothing which conflicts with it could be, otherwise than momentarily, an object of desire to them. Whoever supposes that this preference takes place at a sacrifice of happiness—that the superior being, in anything like equal circumstances, is not happier than the inferior—confounds the two very different ideas, of happiness, and content. It is indisputable that the being whose capacities of enjoyment are low, has the greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a highly endowed being will always feel that any happiness which he can look for, as the world is constituted, is imperfect. But he can learn to bear its imperfections, if they are at all bearable; and they will not make him envy the being who is indeed unconscious of the imperfections, but only because he feels not at all the good which those imperfections qualify. It is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied. And if the fool, or the pig, are of a different opinion, it is because they only know their own side of the question. The other party to the comparison knows both sides.
Roughly what Mill is saying is like this: If a one person can enjoy strawberries and mathematics and another can only enjoy strawberries, then if both have strawberries but, at the moment, lack the opportunity to do maths, then both will be equally happy, but the first person will still be discontented since he wants to be able to do maths as well. Furthermore the second person will discount the value of maths, but the first, who is better able to judge because he can appreciate both, knows that maths is actually better than strawberries.

It is debatable how far this valuing of higher pleasures by Mill is consistent with his general utilitarian principles. 

It could be argued that when judging between the different quality of things a utilitarian will appeal to the amount of pleasure they give: those which give most pleasure are of higher quality. But if this is the standard of higher quality it could not be applied to pleasure itself.

So Mill introduces a wholly new criterion: one pleasure is better than another if it is preferred by those who can enjoy both. But by how much? We need to know if we are sum up happiness over many people. Mill seems to say it completely outweighs it - 

They would not resign what they possess more than he for the most complete satisfaction of all the desires which they have in common with him. 

Do we than just ignore the pleasures of ‘the fool’ in deciding what to do? I am sure that Mill would use this as an argument for education - to raise the fool out of his foolishness.  And in that we could agree with Mill, but I wonder whether Mill is not really shifting away from the standard of pleasure as the measure of all. After all he appeals to ‘dignity’ - and isn’t this a separate value? And why does Mill think it undignified to sacrifice his pleasure in philosophy or poetry for a lot of beer and skittles? Isn’t it in fact because he values philosophy and poetry, and values them apart from the happiness they bring, that they do, after all, bring him happiness - satisfaction?

To return to the main line of argument:- 

If it is only because we value things independently of happiness that those things bring us happiness, then there is a prior question about what things should be so valued. And this points to happiness being a more problematic concept than the utilitarian would assume, and that there is a prior question about what is to count as happiness - or what we might call ‘true happiness‘. 

But if so we cannot use happiness as an unproblematic measure of what is right and wrong, as the utilitarian would have it. The more fundamental moral question becomes, not what yields the most happiness, but what counts as happiness - what is the good life?

When we bring up our children we aim at their long term happiness - but we do not just give them what they want - we encourage them towards what we regard as worthwhile or fulfilling activities, we encourage education and development of skills and so on - much as Mill would do. We guide them towards those values, capacities and dispositions (dare I say ‘virtues’) which we see as leading to true happiness. 

But should we adopt a similarly paternalistic attitude in our dealings with adults? If not then it seems that rather than try to decide what yields them the most happiness we should consider what yields the most freedom for the various individuals to pursue what they see as the good life by their own lights -given this does not impede the same freedom for others. 

But this suggests that utilitarianism shifts away from happiness and towards freedom as the fundamental value. And Mill himself wrote another well regarded essay On Liberty  - which many philosophers think is at odds with his utilitarianism - and one of the central contentions there is the value of freedom, and especially of free debate, about both fact and value..

(And for those who were with us when we looked at The Idea of Justice by Amartya Sen - remember how Sen held free debate about justice to be of basic importance, and how Sen’s idea of ‘capabilities’ - was just such an idea of freedom: the degree of freedom a person really has to pursue their own notion of the good life.)

Mill was also a strong advocate of education - trying to raise the ‘fool’ to a level where they can appreciate ‘higher pleasures’? Is that more patronizing than pandering to the ‘fool’ by simply giving them more of the pleasures they already want? But liberty for adults does not conflict with education for the young, and free debate allows attempts to point out to the ‘fools’ the error of their ways - if such it is.

A Final Positive Point: For all the objections to utilitarianism when taken literally and in detail, I think utilitarianism is quite right to give human interests (and perhaps also those of other sentient beings) a central place within ethics and morality. But fairness, freedom and education also seem important values.

Summary of Objections to Utilitarianism - and some replies
1. Problem of Measurement - Apart from practical problems of predicting the effect of our actions on happiness, happiness (at least as thought of by utilitarians) is a subjective state and so how can we compare one person’s level of happiness with that of another? 

However, rough comparisons do seem possible. 

2. Justice and Fairness. Utilitarianism is only looks to maximize overall or average happiness - it is indifferent to how this happiness is distributed between people. That is it doesn’t take account of fairness. 

Although perhaps some simple rule, such as Rawls’ ‘maxi-min’ rule could be added to it to correct this. 

3. Consequentialism and Constitutive Rules with Backward looking aspects.  Utilitarianism is consequentialist and only counts future events, consequences, as morally relevant. But many valuable social institutions and practice - like promising, contracts, property - rely upon rules that are essentially backward looking. Surely no serious moral theory could deny the validity of all such rules. 

Rule Utilitarianism can allow for such rules by allowing that rules can be justified in terms of the Happiness principle and actions then indirectly justified in terms of the rules.

4. The Nature of Happiness.   Happiness is a value laden notion. What makes us happy is achieving something we have other reasons to count as important or interesting or what have you. What we count as (true) happiness depends upon what we otherwise believe to be worthwhile or of value. Hence happiness itself cannot be the only value or the fundamental value.. It seems that the nature of happiness, the nature of the good life, is more like the moral issue rather than being the unproblematic moral measure. 

5. Who Decides?   It seems to follow from this that it is for each of us to work out for ourselves what we count as happiness and the good life, and if a utilitarian is not to impose their own idea of what counts as the good life upon others then that what they will actually do is foster freedom (with education and freedom of debate) and that  freedom will be the basic value rather than happiness. 


